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TURN YOUR LIFE AROUND			Luke 13:1-9 
     a sermon by Mel Williams 
     Watts Street Baptist Church 
     March 14, 2004 (Lent 3) 
  
  
Sometimes I discover revelations while I’m driving in my car.  This past week I was motoring along in my trusty VW Beetle, with my mind on about 10 different things, preoccupied with the day’s busy schedule.  I pulled up to a stoplight when my eyes caught a word on a bumper sticker on the car in front of me.  “RELAX,” it said, in large letters.  I needed that word.  Then I eased up a little closer to read the smaller print below beneath that large word.  It read, “RELAX:  God is in charge.” 
  
I felt relieved in that moment, and I heard myself say to myself, “That’s true; God is in charge.”  Then as I pulled out into the traffic, I thought:  God is in charge,….but God also needs some help.  I’d like to relax, but can I do that when I’ve got ten things on my list to do today? 
  
The word from the Lord on the bumper sticker sent me pondering:  I can help God be in charge by relaxing.  I can help God by trusting that God can take care of the world—when I sleep at night and when I pause to take a deep breath.  So I breathed deeply, and I began to relax.  But soon the To Do list came back. 
  
I don’t know about you, but sometimes I fear that I function as if God is not in charge.  I can easily think that everything is up to me. I’m in charge.  Parker Palmer calls this attitude “functional atheism.”  We may say in church that God is Lord, but sometimes we can forget God and try to do it all by ourselves.  We can even act as if God is absent. 
  
There is a true story about a couple setting out on a vacation.  Laetitia and Ralph Jackson headed out on a long road trip in their new van.  Somewhere in Tennessee, Laetitia is driving, and she gets tired. She asks Ralph to drive, so she can take a nap in the back of the van.  Well, as they’re driving along, Ralph has to make a rest stop.  He takes care of business quickly and jumps back in the car, and off they go—or so he thinks.  
  
The car had plenty of gas, so Ralph was determined to drive all the way to the next state.  He barrels down the interstate highway for about an hour when their new cellular telephone rings.  He didn’t really want the cell phone, since he thought this was just another gadget Laetitia got on one of her shopping sprees.  He also hadn’t really learned how to use it, so when it rings, he yells to Laetitia in the back seat.  “Get the telephone.”  Of course, there is no Laetitia.   Ralph is surprised, but he quickly figures out what happened.  Still unable to get the cell phone off its cradle, Ralph stops at the next rest stop and speaks to the attendant.  “I think I’ve just done the dumbest thing in my life.  I left my wife at a rest stop 45 miles down the interstate.”  The woman turned, and in her no-nonsense way, says:  “The only question left, honey, is whether or not you’re going to bother to go back and get her.”  Ralph does go back, of course, but not before having a good belly laugh, and giving the woman’s question some consideration.  
  
Finally, he drives back up the interstate and pulls into the rest stop where he sees Laetitia leaning up against the phone booth.  He stops, gets out of the van, looks at Laetitia.  And she says to him, “Did you forget something, sir?”  (adapted from a Calvin Trillin story, in David McBriar, “Forget Something?”) 
  
Sometimes we can forget the most important things, the most important One.  Lent is a time to help us remember what we may have temporarily forgotten. 
Lent is a time to recover what we’ve lost, to go back and find what we left behind. 
  
Sometimes we may think that God is off somewhere, and we have to go find God.  But the truth is that we are already united with God.  Our job is to come to awareness of what already is.  All of our Lenten disciplines---prayer, fasting, almsgiving, or giving up chocolate or desserts or soft drinks—are efforts to increase our consciousness of God’s presence in our lives.  The items we give up are symbols, to remind us to remove any obstacle between us and God. 
  
But our problem is that we too easily leave God back in the past.  We grab the wheel and head off into our preoccupations and our plans. Our compulsive To Do list can take over, and we start to drive away.  Then at some point, we may begin, through negligence or crisis, to lose our way. 
  
In our text today Jesus is saying, “Repent.”  This is often the first word we hear in the Gospels.  John the Baptist came out of the wilderness saying, “Repent.  The Kingdom of God is at hand.” 
  
What is this repentance?  We might think it means moral repentance, leading us to give up some bad habit, some shameful attitude, some prejudice, some judgmental ways.  We may need to repent---to turn our life around from self-destructive patterns.  
  
Some of us grew up in conservative churches, where salvation was linked to personal change.  Salvation could then be reduced to moralisms:  giving up drinking, cussing, and carousing on Saturday night.  If any of these behaviors interferes with our relationship to God, if any of these causes us to leave God behind, then we need to repent, to remove the obstacles, and turn our life around. 
  
But to repent means more than changing our personal vices.  It also means to “change the way you look at life.”  (Gordon Cosby)  To repent is to change in a larger sense---to learn a new way of seeing, a new way of perceiving life.  In this sense, when we repent, the new world---the Beloved Community, God’s Kingdom—will break in.  “Repent,” said John the Baptist, “the Kingdom, God’s Community, is here, now.” 
  
The Kingdom that Jesus brings is the Beloved Community—the structuring of society where love, justice, equality, and compassion are the hallmarks. 
Our job is to help God bring this dream to reality. 
  
I have a minister friend who recently conducted a memorial service for a lady who had died.  She was a remarkable person who always knew how to focus the conversation on you, never on herself.  She had deep care for the “least of these.”  She had a strong social conscience.  My friend said that a banner on her living room wall stated her life’s credo:  “The heart of the matter is love.” 
  
In a sense, Jesus is saying to us: “Repent!  The heart of the matter is love.”  And love in its fullest expression encompasses justice, equality, inclusiveness, non-violence---and peace, not war. 
  
If love is the heart of the matter, then the bumper sticker at my stoplight had it right: 
  
RELAX!  God is in charge. 
  
That means we can relax about our compulsiveness, our obsessiveness, our trying harder and harder.  We can repent, change, from trying to fix everything all by ourselves. 
  
Jim Drennan recently reminded us of the words of Albert Einstein who said:  “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, expecting different results.” 
  
Someone said, “Do something different, and everything will change.”  That’s true in a relationship or in governmental policies.  Repent, change, turn your life around. 
  
It is because of our basic need for repentance that each Sunday we have in our service a liturgy of confession—personal confession in silence and corporate confession.  Our sin is whatever interferes with our relationship with God.  It’s both personal and corporate/social. 
  
We confess in order to remove the obstacles, to clear the path.  Then we make room for new awareness and new behavior.  (Do something different.) Then we can be aware of who we’ve forgotten, the One we left behind. And we can turn our life around.  
  
Frederick Buechner describes repentance this way:  
To repent is to come to your senses.  It’s not so much something you do as something that happens.  True repentance spends less time looking at the past and saying, “I’m sorry,” than to the future and saying, “Wow!”  (from Wishful Thinking, P. 79) 
  
So may it be for us.  Amen. 
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